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In mid-June 2015 Donald Trump announced his candidacy for the American 

Presidency. By the time of the inaugural Griffith History Postgraduate Symposium, 

exactly a year later, this event had become newsworthy in Australia on an almost daily 

basis. A week after the symposium Britons voted to exit the European Union. Analysis 

of Trump’s presidency and policies, and the legal processes required to enact ‘Brexit’ 

as it came to be known, continue, as these events precipitate re-workings of 

sovereignty, security, and policing, and the legal frameworks that legitimise them. In 

doing so they have raised questions about national, political, and personal identities 

that have revealed the need for a greater historical understanding of the workings of 

power, law, and governance and their impacts on the lived experiences of those who 

are subject to the workings of state power through legal and political entities. 

This special edition of Limina features a selection of papers from Griffith’s  

inaugural postgraduate history symposium which focussed on new histories of 

power, law, and governance. Contributors were also responding to Jo Guldi and 

David Armitage’s The History Manifesto, which called for a rejection of ‘short–termism’ 

in our response to current problems and a return to the application of the longue duree 

in historical problem-solving.  As Prof. Anna Johnston articulated so clearly in her 

keynote, debates surrounding The History Manifesto reaffirm the need to see local and 

global historical research as being in a meaningful and useful relationship. They also 

remind us of the need to be cognisant of the contribution historical research makes to 

public debates. This approach resonates in each paper as the authors provide us with 

new historical research that provides insights into aspects of law, power, or 

governance that ultimately inform our present.  

In the work of both James Forde and Karen Bird there is a consideration of the 

transnational flow of ideas and their impact upon approaches to governance in the 

increasingly globalised period between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. James 

Forde examines the ongoing impact of the largest and most successful slave revolution 

in the Western hemisphere when he examines two eye-witness accounts of the Haitian 

Revolution (1791 – 1804). In the works of Marcus Rainsford and Leonora Sansay, Forde 

finds a sustained critique of French colonial governance that calls for the adoption of 

more moderate and liberal values. His textual analysis maps the differences and 

similarities between each author’s interpretation of this revolt against European 

colonial governance and notes that both writers make the point that those who govern 

colonies must possess sufficient moral scruples and political competency to navigate 

the increasingly complex intermingling of ethnic and political identities as they 

continued to emerge in Britain’s Caribbean colonies and in the newly–formed 

American republic.  
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Karen Bird’s contribution also applies a transnational approach, which she 

applies to thinking about toleration during the European Enlightenment. She draws 

our attention to the ways in which exchanges between the British and Ottoman 

Empires from the sixteenth century onwards facilitated access to Islamic texts to be 

translated by British Arabist scholars. It is in these texts, Bird suggests, that British and 

European intellectuals found political models that embraced ethnic and religious 

diversity, challenging the dogma of Western Christendom. By contextualising Locke’s 

theory of toleration and his responses to these ideas, Bird engages with a dissonance 

in his work while highlighting the contribution Ottoman ideas of toleration had on his 

being able to separate matters of state from matters of religion in his theoretical 

approach to toleration. 

Historical expressions of the power of protest, and efforts to resist institutional 

power are features of the work of Natalie Fong and Belinda Mulcahy. Fong’s paper 

details the ways in which Chinese Australians registered their protest against elements 

of Australian law–making and governance that impacted their lives in a 

discriminatory way. Using Hung’s typology of state–resisting and state–engaging 

protest, Fong details how these protests were made with some assistance from non-

Chinese Australians, but that on the whole Chinese efforts to petition authorities 

reflected that groups’ deep understanding of relevant Australian and British legal 

processes. She also discusses the efforts of Chinese merchants in Darwin to work with 

the new federal government to control the importation and use of opium in the early 

20th century. In doing so Fong sheds fresh light on the relationships these Chinese 

Australians had with members of their Chinese communities in Australia and Asia, as 

well as with Australian authorities.  

Mulcahy’s paper interrogates the theme of resistance through her analysis of 

graffiti in the cells of Torres Strait Islander and Aboriginal prisoners at Brisbane’s 

Boggo Road Gaol. This research places the incarceration of Aboriginal Australians in 

its colonial context and provides new insights into the prisoners’ understandings of 

political issues affecting them during the 1980s. Mulcahy’s approach reveals prisoners’ 

awareness of, and responses to, significant political events on ‘the outside’. It also 

engages with expressions of protest to events experienced by the prisoners on ‘the 

inside’. Importantly, Mulcahy’s work gives ‘voice’ to views that have been regularly 

and routinely sequestered by both colonialism and the corrective services system.  

While Mulcahy’s paper is concerned with resistance in penal legal spaces, 

Robyn Blewer’s research carefully traces the metaphorical and spatial creation of a 

specialised legal space: the Children’s Court in Australia. By historically 

contextualising the legislation in each of the state jurisdictions Blewer makes clear that 

while the formal separation of the Courts’ dealings with children can be signified by 

the relevant Act, this sometimes came about as the result of an earlier period of 

practical implementation. She also notes the vital contribution of women, and child–

rescue organisations in shaping the development of a separate Children’s Court. 

Blewer’s survey highlights how from the very creation of these courts, the unevenness 

of a state-based juvenile justice system that lacked a national framework, led to 

significant differences in approaches to such fundamental issues as who, in the eyes of 

the law, was considered to be a child. 

From our ‘Q and A’ with ARC Laureate Fellow Professor Mark Finnane from 

Griffith University’s School of Humanities, Languages and Social Sciences and Griffith 
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Criminology Institute, we can begin to comprehend what Guldi and Armitage see as 

the potential and challenges of ‘big data’ for historians. Professor Finnane’s experience 

of overseeing Australia’s largest and most collaborative project in digital history, The 

Prosecution Project, not only provides insights into some of the findings of this 

unmatched interrogation of power, law, and governance in Australia, but also allows 

him to reflect on the processes of digital history itself, at a time when there is an 

increasing demand for digital outputs from those undertaking historical research. 

Participants in the Griffith Postgraduate History Symposium are grateful to 

Limina for extending us the opportunity to publish in this special edition. We would 

also like to thank the School of Humanities, Languages and Social Sciences; the Griffith 

Centre for Social and Cultural Research; the Griffith Criminology Institute; and the 

Griffith University Postgraduate Student Association for their generous financial and 

administrative support of the symposium and the public lecture that we hosted in the 

Queensland Supreme Court. We wish to thank Prof. Mark Finnane and his Prosecution 

Project team for such an interesting showcase of their project that was enjoyed by 

members of the public, academics, and the legal profession alike, and we also thank 

the Queensland Supreme Court Library staff for their generosity and assistance with 

that event. To Professor Anna Johnston we extend our thanks for an engaging keynote 

speech and to Professors Mark Finnane, Regina Ganter and Fiona Paisley, our 

gratitude for your enthusiastic involvement and mentorship. Finally to Associate 

Professor Bruce Buchan we extend our sincere appreciation for your efforts to initiate 

these events and the subsequent publication, and instil in the Griffith postgraduate 

community the confidence to see them through.  

 

Jillian Beard 

 

On behalf of the editorial team: Lisa Durnian, Jo Grant, Robyn Blewer, and James 

Forde. 

Griffith University, March 2017. 

 


